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To five women who define my history:

Maryam, Behjat, Afsar, Mitra, and Mojdeh


Introduction

The idea of writing A History of Islam in 21 Women occurred to me on a Christmas morning in London. In the middle of a conversation about women as agents of historical change in the world, my friend showed me a copy of A History of Britain in 21 Women. I suggested that the time had come for a history of Islam that similarly focuses on women. Within days, I started planning the book and before long I was offered a contract to write it.

This book is an invitation to think about the history of Islam in general, and women’s active and decisive presence in this history. Beginning in seventh-century Arabia, where Islam first took root, the narrative continues to the here and now, as hundreds of millions of humans across the globe claim Islam as their own.

To the skeptic who presumes that Islam, like several other of the world’s religions, has allotted to women the “silent” roles of motherhood and homemaking, organizing a history of Islam around them may seem an inconceivable or futile undertaking. Do domestic tasks merit the attention of the historian? They should. Reducing women’s history to silence signals poor analysis anywhere and at any time in history. Women’s history is human history.

I invite you on an exciting intellectual journey that aims to set the historical record straight. Our point of departure is that in the past and today women have shaped many aspects of the history of Islam and deserve a more central place in the historical narrative. With all these examples from the past, fostering even more visible and more effective roles for women in the present and future of Islam is a quintessential issue of our time.

The following pages present interlinked episodes in the history of Islam through biographical sketches of twenty-one women. Oneworld Publications set the rules of the game by specifying the number, in keeping with the titles in a series heralded by Jenni Murray’s highly popular A History of Britain in 21 Women (2016) and A History of the World in 21 Women (2018). The number twenty-one hints at the contemporary relevance of the material in our time, the twenty-first century.

Doing history by numbers, which means organizing historical narrative around a specific number of people, periods, or objects, can be entertaining as well as enriching. A popular practice today, journalists often convey information through “listicles,” articles structured as numbered lists: 7 Signs of Worldwide Climate Change; 9 Dividend Stocks to Buy; 10 Ways to Lose 20 Pounds in 30 Days, etc. Like painting by numbers, however, doing history by numbers has both benefits and limitations.

Here, I use the twenty-one biographies as guideposts. The terrain covered is vast: from the Arabian Peninsula and India to Spain, North Africa, and Nigeria; from Egypt and Syria to Turkey, Indonesia, and Russia; from Iran and Iraq to the United Kingdom and the United States, and others. The women highlighted, who include religious exemplars and political authorities, are too diverse to represent a single ideal or ideal type, and they seldom appear together in general histories of Islam.

Because I want this book to serve as a broad-based invitation to learn more about the role of women in the history of Islam, I have steered away from the controversy that surrounds some of them and tried to be faithful to primary sources while also drawing on contemporary scholarship. The chronological sequence of biographies in this book moves from five religious exemplars to eight rulers to four women involved in faith movements in the colonial era, and lastly to four whose involvement with Islam remains arguably tangential to their careers in the modern world. This succession roughly reflects the evolution of the history of Islam in available sources. The information that has survived from the seventh to eleventh centuries relates to models of piety and spiritual inspiration, and it is not always clear how much of that material is factual in the historical sense. From the eleventh to seventeenth centuries we have sustained evidence of the lives of identifiable historical women. Multiple chronicles describe the actions of several Muslim queens, regents, and other women who wielded political and military power in their time. Many “Western” or Orientalist histories of Islam stop in the seventeenth century, but since the nineteenth century challenging encounters between Muslim societies and Europe, or the elusive “West”, have stirred frequent calls to reform Islam. Nationalism often sought to redefine and renegotiate gender relations on new terms and women participated in reform movements even as they undertook an increasing array of secular occupations. This major shift in activity has influenced the way women are represented in contemporary sources.

I shall return to a discussion of my sources in the Afterword and “Further Reading” suggests some more in-depth studies of the lives and times of our twenty-one women. All translations in the book are my own, except where attributed to others. Throughout, I have kept endnotes to a minimum.


1

Khadija

(ca. 560–619)

The First Believer

Khadija was the first believer, the very first mumin. She made her mark on the history of Islam very early in the seventh century CE. She believed the message of her husband, Prophet Muhammad, even before he openly started to call the people in the Arabian town of Mecca to the one and only God. With unwavering faith in his vocation, she stood by him in the hardest times, to her dying breath. She witnessed the Prophet’s sincerity of heart and nobility of spirit, offered him genuine human love, and bolstered his resolve. Today more than ever, it is important to highlight that the first person to receive the Prophet’s message was a woman.

Prophet Muhammad often turned to Khadija for advice. She knew him well and he trusted her. Up to the moment when he accepted his vocation of delivering God’s message to his people, marriage to Khadija had been his greatest good fortune. And when that decision shook him to the core, he relied on Khadija’s calming compassion and wisdom.

The bustling town of Mecca, a center for regional and long-distance trade, distressed the young Muhammad with its pervasive injustice, moral decay, and spiritual emptiness. He labeled all that he disliked about it as the darkness of ignorance and folly, al-jahiliya. By contrast, Khadija was his lodestar, providing love, light, and support. With her backing, he committed himself to good deeds and for a month at a time immersed himself in contemplation and devotional practices, fasting, praying, and helping the poor in and around his hometown.

Sometimes Muhammad withdrew to a cave in a nearby hill. On his return he would first visit the holy site at the heart of Mecca: the Kaaba, and walk round it seven times or more, chanting the mantra, “Here I come my God, here I am. All praise and power is yours.”

The Kaaba, also called Bayt-Allah, or the House of Allah, stood as a tribute to God in Mecca and was less than an hour’s walk from Khadija’s home and workplace. Locals believed that the biblical patriarch Abraham and his first son, Ishmael, had erected it in honor of the God of heaven and earth and the God of Abraham, Ishmael, and Isaac. However, by the seventh century, that cube-shaped monument built for the one and only God functioned like the Pantheon in ancient Rome – as a temple for multiple gods. Inside at least one large statue carved out of reddish-brown stone, maybe carnelian, sat behind a curtain. Outside stood scores of other statues, idols, and effigies. A consecrated well named Zamzam was sunk some forty paces to the east of the Kaaba.

During the seventh century, toward the end of the period that historians call Late Antiquity, a variety of religious beliefs and practices coexisted in the Arabian Peninsula. In the northwestern parts of Arabia, the region known as Hijaz, Christianity and Judaism had followers. However, sources compiled retrospectively by later Muslim writers identify the majority of the population as pagans or polytheists who worshipped multiple deities, often in the form of wooden or stone idols. Many Arab tribes kept a representation of their favored deity inside or outside the Kaaba. At regular times of festival, they gathered at the site, performed various rituals, and asked for protection and good luck. Beyond the Kaaba, natives considered many other sites as holy, including wells, springs, and streams in desert valleys. People came to Mecca from distant parts of the Arabian Peninsula, as far south as Yemen and as far east as the rims of the vast desert aptly known as the Empty Quarter.

Although Mecca was far from the current centers of political power and commercial wealth in Constantinople and Ctesiphon, it was still important, especially at the turn of the seventh century CE, when Arabia was about to witness the birth of what became known as Islam.

One summer night in 610 CE, when Khadija’s husband was about forty years old, he cut short his habitual period of seclusion in a cave near Mecca. Something inexplicable had happened. The archangel Gabriel had visited him with a message from the one and only God. Still in shock, he stumbled home. Comforted by Khadija’s presence, he confided in her what he had experienced:

Gabriel appeared to me in a dream-vision. He was carrying a scroll sealed in a brocade with some writing on it. He told me, “Read!” I asked, “What shall I read?” He pressed me in a crushing embrace, like death. Then he let go and commanded, “Read!” I implored, “What shall I read?”1

The wording of the original account in Arabic sounds puzzling and the English translation is hardly clearer. After a third such exchange, the angel instructed:

Read! In the name of your Lord who created,

Who created humans from a clot.

Read! And your Lord is most Munificent,

Who taught by the pen,

Taught humans what they knew not.2

Muhammad told Khadija, “Finally, I recited the writing, and the Angel Gabriel left. Coming through, I felt those words were inscribed on my heart.”3

Muslim tradition records this momentous epiphany, this encounter with the ineffable and transcendent reality, as the start of Prophet Muhammad’s mission as God’s messenger – the mab‘ath. The Angel Gabriel’s instructions became part of the Quran, the Muslim Holy Scripture. Accounts of how exactly the Quran was compiled vary, but within a generation after the Prophet Muhammad, the majority of his followers recognized it as a closed and complete record of God’s spoken word. These early elements from revelations in the Quran encapsulate some of the fundamental elements of what later became known as Islam: an emphasis on God, the creator; the mystery of creation; the utter dependence of humans on their creator; the creator’s absolute generosity; as well as the weight given in the Islamic tradition to knowledge, reading, and writing.

Unsure of what his vision meant, Muhammad worried. He sought Khadija’s counsel. Could it have been sheer fantasy? In Mecca, it was the poets who had a reputation for telling tall tales based on their dreams and delusions, and most people thought they were possessed by demons who spoke through them. Crowds gathered to hear them but they were not respected. At home, Muhammad sat by Khadija’s side, leaning on her literally and figuratively. Lovingly, she wrapped him in a blanket and comforted him. Listening intently to his account of what had happened, she assured him that he was nothing like those poets. Surely God would never delude a man who helped debtors get out of debt, who fed the hungry, spoke only the truth, and always stood for justice. No, he was no poet. She believed him. She believed in him.

Khadija had married Muhammad more than a decade earlier. Everything about him had impressed her, so much in fact that contrary to custom she took the initiative and asked for his hand in marriage. What had she seen in him? As far as his looks went, the Islamic tradition remembers Prophet Muhammad as a well-proportioned man, neither stout nor skinny, neither short nor too tall. He had a broad forehead, with curved eyebrows, wide-set black eyes, and noticeably long eyelashes. He let his beard grow thick and his hair long. When he smiled, and he smiled often, his lips parted, and his white teeth showed. His face was always radiant. He walked with a spring in his step, leaning forward slightly as if he were walking downhill. People enjoyed speaking with him and found him charismatic. Khadija saw all this in him, and more.

According to the oldest written biography of the Prophet, from around the middle of the eighth century CE, when Khadija heard what had happened to her husband she immediately set out to investigate. She rose to her feet, gathered her garments about her – an expression that in Arabic signals determination – and went to seek advice from her cousin Waraqa, whose wisdom and great learning she admired. In Mecca Waraqa belonged to a small circle known as the hanifs, the purists. Regarding themselves as pure-hearted seekers of the truth, the hanifs rejected the religious beliefs and practices common in Mecca and instead embraced Abrahamic practices such as walking around the House of Allah and refusing to worship idols. Although no complete copy of the Hebrew Bible – the Mosaic scriptures – was available in Arabic, the hanifs knew at least parts of it. At the same time they revered Jesus, though they did not have access to the Gospels in Arabic and did not belong to a Christian church. One of the eclectic elements in the teachings of the hanifs was that they expected the advent of a prophet among the Arabs.

When Khadija related what her husband had told her, Waraqa exclaimed, “Holy! Holy! He must be the awaited prophet.” Perhaps recalling that the Lord’s chosen messenger would receive sealed scrolls and not be able to read them out, Waraqa identified Muhammad as the prophet announced in the Torah and the Gospels. In some lines of poetry that have come down to us, he expressed joy for the coming of this awaited prophet:

I persevered and persisted in a

Remembrance that often evoked tears.

Now confirming evidence comes from Khadija.

Long have I had to wait, O Khadija,

In the vale of Mecca in spite of my hope

That I might see the outcome of your words.4

Recognizing the signs of a prophet, Waraqa told Khadija to encourage and support her husband. He also warned her of inevitable opposition from the enemies of God, who would persecute Muhammad, accusing him of being an imposter, a poet, or a madman and driving him out of his homeland. Nevertheless, salvation was his and for those who followed him in the path of the one true God, the God of Abraham and Jesus. Waraqa’s words buoyed Khadija’s spirit but his warning worried her. Knowing Meccan society well, she resolved to protect her husband and keep him safe.

Like most of the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century, Meccan society was tribal. Social capital and standing derived primarily from tribal affiliation, and a person’s honor, property, and their life depended greatly on the tribe to which they belonged. A man abandoned by his tribe had much to fear, as did an orphan like Muhammad, even if he belonged to a powerful tribe. And so Khadija was Muhammad’s shield. As a wealthy woman with a distinguished tribal pedigree, Khadija in her forties was a force to be reckoned with in Mecca. She used her standing to back her husband at a time when he was most vulnerable. What does that say about Khadija?

Prophet Muhammad and Khadija both belonged to the tribe of Quraysh, whose chiefs controlled Mecca and surrounding areas. Some of the Quraysh were landowners and agriculturalists. The tribe was large and had many branches, two of which dominated the others. One of these was the Hashemites, the descendants of Hashem who held the honorable title of keepers of the keys of the Kaaba. The other powerful branch was the Umayyads, the descendants of Hashem’s nephew Umayya, who dominated the field of commerce. As rival cousins, the Hashemites and the Umayyads vied for resources and honors and were not always friendly with each other.

The Quraysh were not alone in Mecca, however. There were other, less important tribes in the region and Mecca became a hub for men and women from as far north as Syria and as far south as the Yemen, coming in pilgrimage to the spiritually potent Kaaba and the many holy sites in the surrounding desert valleys. Making a promise, taking an oath, or having a vision near the Kaaba and the Zam-Zam well carried much weight and meaning. Year after year, tribesmen came to renew peace treaties, endorse bonds, and, of course, bolster the honor of their tribes. When in Mecca they often used the occasion to conduct business with the locals and with other pilgrims. But whether they were locals or pilgrims, everyone would have recognized someone like Khadija as a prominent Meccan, one owed respect and even deference.

The status of women more generally, however, was fraught and full of contradictions. The tribesmen stigmatized womanhood and considered all things feminine to be weak, fragile, and generally inferior; a father who had daughters but no sons was called childless. Some fathers even buried their infant daughters and then prided themselves on having gotten rid of the shame of having fathered a girl. On the other hand, more women than men in Mecca could read and write and, importantly, could own wealth and property as Khadija certainly did. As both her mother and father belonged to influential branches of the Quraysh, Kadija had capital, connections, children, and honor. She was strong, wise, and independent, and men and women answered to her.

Like other elite members of the Quraysh, Khadija invested in long-distance trade between Mecca and the lands of the Roman Empire in the north. A few years before that fateful night in the summer of 610, Khadija had commissioned Muhammad to supervise a load of goods she was sending to Bostra, the capital of the Roman province of Arabia Petraea. Meccan caravans took leather, animal skins, woolen clothing, clarified butter, and perfumes as far north as present-day Syria and Palestine. Like other Meccan merchants, Khadija sold goods to the Roman army, which needed vast quantities of leather and animal skins.

By all accounts, Khadija had heard about Muhammad’s honesty and appreciated it. Her trust proved well placed when he returned from the two-month trade journey with noticeably larger-than-usual profits. The young man had grown up an orphan, having lost his father before birth, his mother at around the age of five, and then his paternal grandfather and guardian when still a child. Despite all the personal hardships he had faced, Muhammad had a strong personality and a generous spirit. Impressed with his character no less than his charm, Khadija offered him her hand or asked for his. He accepted.

At the time of their marriage, he was no more than twenty-five and she no less than twenty-eight years old. She had been married twice before; one marriage had ended in widowhood, the other in divorce. Some say she was widowed twice. She had children from both.

Several later sources claim that Khadija was forty at the time of the marriage, but this ought not be taken literally. In Near Eastern literary traditions extending far back into ancient times, the age of forty is associated with perfection, completion, and culmination. True, at the time of marrying Muhammad, Khadija was a woman of balanced emotional and intellectual capability. But she would go on to deliver five or six children, which, at the time, would have been unlikely for a woman in her fifties or even forties.

In 1989, archeological excavations in Mecca unearthed the remains of a building that is believed to have once housed Khadija’s business quarters and the home she kept with Prophet Muhammad, including the room where she gave birth to her children. For over twenty years Khadija and Prophet Muhammad lived in that house along with their children. Other members of the household included a freedwoman, Barakah or Umm Ayman, a freedman Zaid, and the Prophet’s cousin Ali.

Of course, Khadija’s relationship with Muhammad went beyond partnership, in trade or family. Her reaction to his vocation as a divine messenger reveals the depth of her attachment to him and her confidence in his truthfulness. In a deep sense, her reputation as a discerning businesswoman worked to his advantage.

No doubt, being a prophet was a heavy burden to bear. After that initial revelation in the cave, Muhammad stayed home for days, covered in a thick cloak. And for a while, the revelations stopped coming. Had it been a one-off event? He felt perplexed. But Khadija never doubted that God had chosen him to be his prophet. Eventually, Gabriel returned with a reassuring divine message for the Prophet:

Your Lord has not forsaken you, and He dislikes you not.

A better hereafter will be for you, better than what came before.

Your Lord will honor you to your satisfaction.5

The divine promise of a better future came with a reminder of the hardships of the past:

Did He not find you an orphan and shelter you?

Did He not find you cast away and guide you?

Did He not find you hard-pressed and deliver plenitude?6

The divine protection, guidance, and plenitude in Prophet Muhammad’s life was manifest, in part, through Khadija’s dedication to him. As recorded in the Quran, God commanded His Prophet to:

Never maltreat an orphan;

Never fend off a supplicant;

And be mindful of your God’s gifts.7

Khadija’s generosity went beyond providing funds and offering him comfort. At home, they prayed together daily, before dawn, at noon, in the afternoon, evening, and night. The Prophet showed Khadija how Gabriel had instructed him to wash his face, arms, and feet before every prayer. She set an example for her own daughters to have faith in the Prophet. She backed him up in public as well. After a visit to Mecca, one eyewitness offered the following account:

A man came out to pray and stood facing the Kaaba; then a woman came out and stood praying with him; then a young man came out and stood praying with him.8

The same traveler recalled hearing:

The man is Muhammad son of Abd-Allah who says God has sent him with a message [of guidance] and the promise that the treasuries of Persian and Roman emperors will open to him. The woman is his wife, Khadija, the young man, his cousin Ali, who have faith in him.

For three years, Prophet Muhammad delivered God’s message only to the members of his own household: Khadija, their daughters, and his adolescent cousin Ali, who lived with them. Meanwhile, the revelation continued.

Guided by the revelation, the Prophet eventually shared his message with the heads of the Quraysh, but only a couple of his uncles took him seriously. A handful of men of means joined the ranks of the early believers, most notably a merchant known as Abu Bakr. For the most part, however, his call to the tribe’s notables fell on deaf ears. By contrast, the disenfranchised among the poor, the slaves, and those in Mecca who lacked tribal connections welcomed the Prophet’s message. First among them was Zayd, a young man whom Khadija had placed at the Prophet’s service. There was also a black slave from eastern Africa, named Bilal, and a wandering truth-seeker from the lands to the east, Salman the Persian.

Like the other believers, Khadija professed faith in the true God alone and accepted Muhammad as God’s messenger. This constituted the core belief in the way of life the Prophet proposed, which he called Islam. To the believers, the Quran’s simple messages urged them to be pious and kind, but they often had an urgent, even apocalyptic ring to them:

When the sun blurs;

When the stars fall;

When the mountains melt;

And when pregnant camels are abandoned . . .9

When the infant girl who was buried alive is asked:

For what sin were your slain? . . .10

 

Whither then do you go?

This is a reminder for all worlds;

For all among you who will to go straight.

And your will depends on the will of God—the Lord of all worlds.11

Warning the people of the coming divine judgment, the Quran urges them to avoid evil and to do good:

Woe unto bitter-tongued backbiters;

Who hoard riches and count them over.

Thinking riches make them immortal?!

No indeed! But they will be cast in the Pit of Hell.12

The leaders of the Quraysh dismissed the message, the messenger, and those who followed him. They feared that the wholesale rejection of all gods but one would undermine their authority and hamper their business prospects. But there was more to their aversion. The Quran criticized them, their beliefs, and their way of life. The Prophet did too. In response, they taunted and tormented Prophet Muhammad and the believers. They tortured some to death and made things difficult for others. Repeatedly, they threw filth at the Prophet and the believers. As a woman of substance, Khadija was at first considered off-limits. Before long, however, even her standing wasn’t enough to protect the Prophet’s household. Eventually, the leaders of the Quraysh agreed to ostracize the man and those close to him.

For three hard years, the Prophet and his immediate circle were confined to a bare valley outside Mecca, where they had no access to basic necessities. Even food had to be brought to them under cover of darkness. Still Khadija, his wife and confidante, stood by him. Until she died in that bare valley in 619 CE. Three days earlier, the Prophet had lost his uncle Abu Talib, Ali’s father. These two had been his main protectors. He called that the bleakest of years, the “year of grief.”

After those three years, the Prophet left Mecca. As the Gospels have it, “No prophet is accepted in his hometown.” And after Khadija’s death Prophet Muhammad had to leave his home. Retrospectively, the year 622 CE came to mark the beginning of the Muslim calendar. A new chapter opened in Muhammad’s life. New believers welcomed him in the agricultural oasis of Yathrib, some 400 kilometers northeast of Mecca. The oasis was renamed the City of the Prophet, Madinat al-nabi, or, simply the City, Medina.

Less than a decade after Khadija died, Prophet Muhammad returned in triumph to Mecca. A decade after that, his followers embarked on an enterprise of world conquest. Fond memories of Khadija lived on with the Prophet, who spoke of her often to his companions. The course of Islam might have been different had she lived longer, but there is no doubt about her legacy: Khadija is a heroine of towering stature in Islamic history.


2

Fatima

(ca. 612–633)

Prophet Muhammad’s Flesh and Blood

Prophet Muhammad lovingly said about her, “Fatima is my own flesh and blood.” All Muslims speak of Fatima, Prophet Muhammad’s daughter, with reverence. Her given name at birth, Fatima, remains a popular name for Muslim girls. Also popular are her many nicknames—Zahra, Tahira, Siddiqa, Mubaraka, Raziya, Zakiya, Sayyida, Batul and others—with variant spellings and pronunciations from place to place.

Not only was Fatima the only surviving child of Prophet Muhammad and Khadija, she had married her father’s cousin Ali, after the Prophet the most highly esteemed figure in the eyes of Shia Muslims. Also, she had mothered the venerated leaders or Imams of the Shias. Being able to trace one’s lineage back to Fatima, and through her to the Prophet himself, remains a great source of honor for Muslims to this day.

Throughout Muslim history, people often add to Fatima’s name the honorific title al-Zahra, “the Radiant One,” perhaps to emphasize her own merits apart from her connection to her father, mother, husband, and descendants. Fatima was the youngest of Prophet Muhammad’s four daughters. The other three, Zaynab, Ruqayya, and Umm Kulthum predeceased him, and a son he had had died in infancy. As the only surviving child, Fatima was very dear to her father.

The precise date of her birth remains uncertain, like many other specific details about the early decades of Islamic history. Deciding the time, place or other fine points of some important events can be a matter of doctrine rather than historical evidence. For example, historians differ on whether Fatima’s birth occurred before or after the beginning of her father’s mission as a divine messenger in 610 CE. Most Shia chroniclers, place her birth a few years after the beginning of Prophet Muhammad’s mission, rather than up to five years before. Setting her birth after the beginning of her father’s prophetic work elevates her status more than if she had been born beforehand. Fatima’s biography is interwoven with that of her father. Chroniclers of Prophet Muhammad’s life, beginning decades after his lifetime in the eighth century, offer precious little information on Fatima beyond the fact of the Prophet’s love for her. Responding to the urgent concerns of their time, these authors focused on political matters, especially the Prophet’s conduct as a political and military leader had during warfare, that seemed most relevant in the age of conquest, as Muslim rule expanded. To the detriment of future generations, they neglected much of the real-life detail that had been remembered by eyewitnesses

However, two episodes from Fatima’s childhood stand out in the earliest chronicles of the Prophet’s life. When her mother, Khadija, died in 619 CE, the little girl was inconsolable. The Prophet calmed her by assuring his young daughter that Angel Gabriel had revealed to him that Khadija had gone to a better place. The Compassionate God had assigned a grand pavilion to Khadija in Paradise, with brilliant pearls hanging from the ceiling. Fatima always believed what the Prophet said. The second incident reflects the trauma she experienced in witnessing the way the Meccans mistreated her beloved father. The young girl gently caressed her father’s face as a mother would care for her child.

Fatima and her sisters joined their father in 622 CE, shortly after he migrated from Mecca to Medina. This migration, or hijra, signaled a turning point in the history of Islam, and eventually came to mark the beginning of the Islamic calendar. A year later, upon her father’s recommendation, Fatima married Ali, the Prophet’s cousin. After Khadija, the very first believer, Ali was the second believer in Prophet Muhammad and his message. Ali’s father had sent him to stay with the Prophet, and with the help of Khadija, Ali had practically grown up under the Prophet’s direct care and remained absolutely loyal to him.

Fatima married Ali in Medina, during the first year of hijra. Every aspect of their union has been subjected to doctrinal interpretation and imbued with hidden meaning. However, we have some first-hand recorded historical detail. Given the doubt about the year she was born, Fatima may have been as young as nine or as old as nineteen at the time of her marriage, and at various times, this number has had implications in Islamic law in deciding the ideal age of marriage.

Another lesson from this wedding was that the Prophet wanted marriage to be easy. This showed in the way he handled the union of two people he loved dearly – his daughter Fatima and his cousin Ali. The Prophet instructed Ali to sell his military armor and to buy household items, including a wool-stuffed Egyptian cotton mattress, cushions, a simple floor covering, a water-flask, and some earthenware. Nothing ostentatious. According to custom, days after the wedding the bride’s family hosts a feast, the walima. The Prophet kept that simple too, offering his guests a very plain meal.

When Fatima was married, the Prophet made sure she lived close by, in fact right next door. She had two sons, Hasan and Husayn, who were born during the second and third years after hijra respectively. She had two daughters as well and the Prophet loved them all. They were his family, members of his household, his ahl al-bayt.

From 622 to 632 CE, Fatima stood witness as her father delivered his divine message, guided his followers and gave shape to the community of believers. She attended the mosque, a sacred space where her father talked to his people, consulted with them and led them in prayer. Her young boys played with him, even climbing on his back when he prostrated himself in prayer.

What we know of the early community of Muslims in Medina stresses their hardships, the shortage of provisions and the constant threat of another face-off with the nonbelievers. As happens, married life had its own complications. Ali, strong as he was, earned low wages. During the first couple of years of their marriage, Fatima’s palms were blistered and calloused from housework and manual chores, such as grinding corn with pestle and mortar and tending domestic animals.

As a gesture of love and respect, the Prophet kissed his daughter’s hands every time she came over to visit him or when he went to visit her. However, as sources emphasize, when Fatima complained about her work and asked whether she could hire a servant, the Prophet taught her a prayer to ease her pain instead. He said:

O Fatima, I shall offer you a better alternative. After every prayer, remember to express thanks to God (thirty-three times), to say God’s praise (thirty-three times), and bear witness that there is no god but the real God (thirty-three times), and repeat that God is great (thirty-four times).1

Such reports of what the Prophet said and did in specific cases, for example when asked for something or some advice, played an increasingly important role in the history of Islam. These recollections of the Prophet’s exemplary conduct shaped the ethical world view of his followers. Later, from the eighth century CE, they became known as hadith.

The hadith quoted here about the Prophet teaching how to call on God in time of hardship has taken other forms as well, and for centuries it has guided countless Muslim women and men in their practice of remembering God in daily life.

The Prophet taught Ali and Fatima, and all his followers, that in all kinds of hardship they should call to God, and only God, in gratitude, praise and supplication. The Prophet was always available to bring peace and provide hope. The emphasis on these details in historical sources has been taken by many as a sign of the Prophet’s willingness to impart lessons to Muslim families. As he put it, “The best among you is the one who treats family the best.” In arbitrating between his daughter and his son-in-law, both of whom he loved dearly, the Prophet often took the side of Fatima – a lesson for all men, of all times. He said, “Women prevail over good men, and lowly men prevail over women.” Another lesson, perhaps not as explicit, was the Prophet’s preference that men should not take more than one wife. Polygamy, the practice of taking multiple wives at the same time, was common practice in Mecca and Medina before Islam, and remained so after. When the Prophet died, he had nine wives. However, on the insistence of the Prophet, Ali did not take another wife as long as he was married to Fatima.

However, these and similar reports about the early history of Islam, including the hadith, perhaps provide more detail than was actually known, in a desire to show how things should have happened in the past, and, more often, how things ought to take place at all times.

Fatima loved her father with all her soul. Watching him on his sick bed during his final days, she wept and recited lines from a beautiful poem that the Prophet’s uncle, her father-in-law, had addressed to him years before:

Silver clouds beg for water from his bright face

He who defends orphans and protects widows.

He is always calm, always wise, always prudent;

Never withholding his kindness, wisdom, and generosity.

Smiling at his daughter, the Prophet said, “Recite the Quran instead.”

Fatima was a strong-willed and able-bodied woman: she bore five children, ran a busy household and made two journeys to Mecca. From early on, most sources portray the Prophet’s daughter as a selfless, giving woman. Accounts of her life show that despite grinding hardship, she preferred to go hungry herself and feed more needy members of the community with the little she had. The same voices that insist on denying or silencing the presence of women in Islamic history in general have sought to depict her as a feeble and passive victim of circumstance. However, Fatima’s powerful character is evident in her conduct immediately after the death of her father in 632 CE, when she found herself in the middle of the crisis that broke out when it came to deciding who should become his successor. In the judgment of a leading scholar of early Islam, “No event in history has divided Islam more profoundly and durably than the succession to Muhammad.”2

While Ali went out to make the burial arrangements, a dozen or so men gathered at the door of Fatima’s home. Most of them had been companions of the Prophet. They clamored that Ali should rise to the occasion and take charge of the Muslim community. He was their choice for the Prophet’s successor, or khalifa (caliph). Those men formed the core of the Followers of Ali, sometimes translated as the Party or Shia of Ali. Notable companions of the Prophet supported Ali, including the Prophet’s uncle Abbas, Ali’s disciples Abu-Dhar and Maysam the Date-seller, as well as Zubayr and Salman the Persian.

Of course, no one doubted Ali’s closeness and loyalty to the Prophet. His record of service, especially his bravery on the battlefield, spoke for itself. Moreover, being married to the Prophet’s daughter weighed in his favor. Some even recalled that, on the journey back to Medina from his last pilgrimage to the Kaaba, the Prophet himself had hinted that he wanted Ali to succeed him. In principle, the Prophet’s tribesmen, the Quraysh, accepted hereditary succession as the norm. Since the Prophet had no surviving sons, the Shia of Ali contended that the right now belonged to Fatima and her husband.

However, elsewhere in Medina a larger crowd had assembled to decide the issue. They preferred another close companion of the Prophet as khalifa. Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s old friend and father-in-law, also had an outstanding record and a stellar reputation. Ali’s elder by more than twenty years, Abu Bakr also enjoyed widespread respect. He, too, was among the very first believers, in fact he was the first free adult male believer (after the first believer Khadija, who was a woman, Ali who had been a boy at the time, and Zayd who was a freed slave). Unlike most tribesmen of the Quraysh, Abu Bakr had embraced Muhammad as God’s messenger, risking his own social standing. The Prophet called him his true friend. He had stood by the Prophet in Mecca and spent much of his wealth to support his cause.

Abu Bakr made his way towards Fatima’s house, knowing how important it was to have her support. The fierce-looking men who accompanied Abu Bakr had decided to make sure that Ali shook hands with him. In Arab custom the ritual handshake, or offering the bay‘a, signaled a promise of loyalty. Should Ali and his small band of followers refuse, the men with Abu Bakr threatened to burn Fatima’s house down. In spite of the intimidating presence of torch-wielding armed men, Ali refrained from violence, aiming to maintain the integrity of the community of Muslims that had just lost its leader and Prophet. However, Fatima protested. Standing in the doorway, she kept crying out her father’s name. How did they dare show such disrespect? She reprimanded them:

You have left the body of the Apostle of God with us and you have decided among yourselves without consulting us, without respecting our rights!
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